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Brand, academic quality, and the degree to which an institution of higher education is “open” are interrelated dimensions.  Although all three terms have a history in higher education, “brand” and “open” are relatively new in the vocabulary of its literature.  This paper will examine how and why the nomenclature has changed and particularly how these three concepts are interrelated and have become essential for institutional success.       
Branding: A New Dimension
A conference titled, “Branding in Higher Education:  Practices and Lessons Learned from Global Perspectives,” is being hosted by the Southern Asian Ministers of Education Organization (SEAMEO) in August 2009.  The use of the term “brand” in the title of such a conference, particularly one focused, in part, on the developing world, may strike traditional academics as inappropriate, as it conjures up images of crass commercialism, of a corporate mentality that has no place in academia.  This commercial term seems particularly out of place since, in much of the world, higher education is a government enterprise, financed by public funds and controlled by central ministries of education.  
However, on closer inspection, attempts to increase institutional brand recognition have long been a feature of the field, and, indeed, the current use of the term is symbolic of a deep, if subtle, shift in higher education.  Institutions clearly compete for students, faculty, and financial resources.  In the developed world, particularly in the U.S., institutions spend significant resources to capture the educational equivalent of market share.  Some of the fiercest competition takes place in the U.S. market for student athletes, as successful intercollegiate athletic programs feed institutional brand identity and produce licensing revenue for the use of logos and, for instance, sports apparel.  

In the developing world, the notion of brand has a slightly different meaning.  National pride and economic growth are partly dependent on the success of higher education institutions, so competition for institutional prestige and reputation takes on an extra-institutional dimension.  Indeed, there is thriving competition between and among the major educational institutions of many different countries.  The competition certainly extends to faculty, who are much more mobile among countries than ever before, to students, who have an increasing inventory of foreign institutions from which to choose, and to resources, as international funding agencies see the development of higher education as the principal building block for national economies.  

The inability of any national economy to completely subsidize the demand for higher education has begun to loosen the central control of education ministries.  Martin Trow identified and named the international movement from elite higher education to mass higher education.  Elite systems offer university education to 5 to 10 percent of high school graduates, whereas in mass higher education the percentage exceeds 30 percent. This movement has overwhelmed the capacity of nation-states to provide free or low-cost higher education to those who can most benefit from it.  (Trow, 1974)  For instance, India plans to increase its age participation rate (APR) from 10 percent to 15 percent by 2012, thereby serving 5,000,000 more students. (Daniel, Kanwar, Uvalic-Trumbic, 2009).  Each year in Vietnam, about 200,000 or 20 percent of the 1,000,000 high school graduates go to a college or university.      
Both developed and developing countries are employing strategies to handle this modern surge and demand for higher education.  By far the most commonly used strategy, but least effective, is increasing class sizes, which overloads the existing higher education infrastructure and strains resources beyond the breaking point.  Another strategy is to rely on distance education technology through the creation of “mega-universities” such as the Indira Ghandi University in India and the Anadolu University in Turkey.  These universities typically enroll over 1,000,000 students and cost less per student than two-thirds what campus-based programs cost. Another tactic is to send students overseas to study, particularly to countries with an excess of higher education capacity, such as Australia.  Finally, and the one tactic most relevant to this discussion, is the development of private and often for-profit higher education institutions.  The move to private and/or for-profit education creates competition and a “market-orientation” among institutions, establishing the context in which brands and branding in higher education makes sense.

While branding in developed and developing countries shares many attributes, there is a critical difference.  In developing countries, where there exists a huge unmet demand for higher education, competition is much less a zero-sum game than in developed countries, where the demand for higher education (primarily measured by the size of the graduating high-school class) is either stable or declining.  Therefore, in developing countries, every institution’s brand identity can increase and result in a larger, more qualified student body.  However, since institutional “rankings” are important in developed countries, the importance of brand awareness has increased.    

In both developed and developing countries, the art of creating a recognizable institutional brand is ultimately tied in some way to institutional performance.  While fielding successful athletic teams may be important to some students and their parents, institutional performance typically comes down to academic quality.  Let’s examine this term and how it is used.

Academic Quality:  Illusive and Central

Among the most prestigious institutions of higher education, academic quality has been defined by the quality of inputs to the educational process:  who teaches, who is taught, and what is taught.  At the highest levels of higher education there is a logical discontinuity in this focus on inputs—prestige is defined based on measures that seem to run counter to public policy, rather than on educational outcomes.  Instructional staff (who teaches) are judged on how effectively they conduct research and publish the results, rather than their teaching ability or effect on their students.  Institutions gain prestige by counting the number of highly qualified students (who is taught) they reject, that is, how “selective” they are.  And they are praised on the theoretical nature of their education (what is taught) and its relation to cutting edge research rather than on its practical value—its ability to gain employment for its graduates and produce a productive workforce.  
Of course, the most prestigious universities do a great job in teaching their students, and we congratulate, honor, and thank the world’s most research-productive institutions for their significant influence in contributing to economic growth and making our lives healthier and more productive.  However, it is clear that gaining the kind of prestige of institutions like Harvard and the University of California is not a reasonable or even a desirable goal for most universities.  

Recent trends in public administration of higher education have pushed institutions toward greater attention to outcome measurement and accountability.  The U.S. federal government, which supports higher education primarily through the distribution of student financial aid, has become concerned about the rapidly increasing cost of higher education and has been aggressive in seeking authentic measures of accountability from virtually every higher education institution in the U.S.  It has gone so far as to impose its own rules, threatening the accreditation function of voluntary, regional accrediting bodies.  Through these accrediting bodies, institutions seeking to avoid what they consider intrusive and misguided government intervention, have moved toward a system of defining, measuring and reporting “desired student outcomes” (DSOs).   
Clearly the U.S. is not alone in dealing with this concern. Some U.S. states and some countries are also taking action to impose accountability. Three states, sponsored by the Lumina Foundation, are modeling the decade-old Bologna Process in an attempt to establish standards that specify what students should know upon graduation. Indiana, Utah, and Minnesota will pilot standards for physics, history, graphic design, and chemistry. (Lewin, 2009).    There are reports of a similar trend among Latin American countries, and the Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development (OECD) is conducting research and pilots related to cross-national standards.  Its Program for International Student Assessment (PISA), Assessment of Higher Education Learning Outcomes (AHELO), and Program for the International Assessment for Adult Competencies (PIAAC) are all ambitious though cautious moves to establish quality standards for outcome-based instruction. (Daniel, 2009).  
These efforts indicate that institutions are no longer fully in control (if they ever were) of the definitions and metrics for academic quality and that the traditional measures of institutional prestige, while still the goal for many universities, are in danger of becoming increasingly irrelevant in local situations.  If an institution breaks into the top 200 universities in the world, this elite ranking may not matter if the institution is not visibly serving and supporting its constituencies.  Some have contrasted “prestige” with “reputation,” suggesting that the metrics for each do not coincide and, in fact, sometimes compete.  How is the new knowledge generated by a university ready for commercialization, and to what extent is the university engaged in “applied” or developmental research?  How prepared are graduates to enter productively into the local workforce, and how well do their skills “map” the local needs?  These questions are likely to trump international comparisons based on search productivity alone when government budgets are at play.  

While academic quality matters a great deal when institutions try to build their public identity or brand, the definitions of quality are likely to vary with the local situation and be measured differently.  What is constant, however, is the requirement that institutions declare themselves focused on quality standards and be willing to meet them.  Thus, brand and academic quality are linked very closely.  
Now let’s add the final leg of our three legged stool:  “openness.”
Openness:  Phase I

Anticipated in the previous discussion is the obvious conclusion that attaining academic quality is not enough—it must be proven.  This has been evident for some time among institutions of lower reputation and particularly among for-profit higher education institutions, including vocational schools.  These institutions have long adopted a reporting scheme to market to prospective students the institution’s success in graduate job placement.  They have also built their reputations on completion rates and time-to-degree figures to establish a measurement of return on investment for prospective and current students.  Not so for many institutions that maintain a better reputation.  In fact, there may be an inverse relationship between the prestige of an institution and its willingness to track and report this measure of student success. 

The situation is changing rapidly as resources become more constrained, and the public demands accountability in return for continued financial support.  In addition, parents and students are more knowledgeable and sophisticated than ever before, demanding more information before making a very large investment in the future.  And again, this trend is a world-wide phenomenon.  Indeed, the PISA, AHELO, and PIAAC programs mentioned above are based upon public reporting.  Many institutions, including, most notably, very large public institutions such as the University of Texas and the University of California (all ten campuses) are voluntarily adopting new “openness” policies with regard to key output statistics such as time to degree, retention, total cost, minority admissions and graduation rates, and dollars spent per graduate.  

Although still in its infancy, institutions are beginning to publish more “authentic” outcomes produced by their students. The notion of authenticity is an interesting one and difficult to implement in most institutions.  Thus, public disclosure of the achievement and measurement of desired student outcomes is just now emerging.  For instance, how can an institution define and then measure the attainment of learning objectives for a history major?  Attempts are being made to gather this type of qualitative data, but it will be quite difficult to explain the results in lay or publicly interpretable terms.  It is easier in most professional fields where gaining employment and salary levels are valid third-party evaluations of an institution’s graduates.   

An institution can easily publish its basic statistics regarding outcomes—number of degrees issued, time to degree, and so on.  The publication of statistics on student employment, acceptance to graduate school, and other field-specific measures (number of performances, external recognition for service) is also being done by some institutions.  This form of openness, the publications of statistics that are reasonably easy to collect, is what I call Phase I of openness.  What is the next phase?

Openness:  Phase II

On April 4, 2001, the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) stunned the world when it announced its intentions to post all of its courses, free, and available to everyone, on the World-Wide-Web.  MIT’s intention electrified the world of higher education and quickly built its reputation as a high-minded institution, willing to share its intellectual wealth with the world.  Beginning with 50 courses in 2002, MIT offered 500 courses by October 2003 and completed its full offering of 1800 courses in 2008.  

MIT created the OpenCourseWare (OCW) movement, a movement that has now achieved “lift-off.”  The MIT OCW team began hosting meetings with other institutions interested in contributing to OCW, culminating in 2007 to the formation of the OpenCourseWare Consortium (OCWC), a not-for-profit corporation.  The success of the OCWC matched MIT’s record—by March 2009 the OCWC had 200 institutional members, each of whom has pledged to offer at least ten open courses within two years of joining the organization.  By the end of June 2006, approximately 200 open courses were available, about 75 percent of which was contributed by MIT. Today, over 9,000 OCW courses are available. 

While most of the early attention to MIT’s project focused on the intellectual property issues involved (and that MIT’s faculty were willing to give away their courseware for free), perhaps more significant was the willingness of a major institution, with an established reputation for excellence, to expose the core of its activity, its teaching, to public view.  There is now general consensus that MIT did not compromise, but rather increased its reputation by this exposure.  Although some criticize MIT for not establishing and enforcing a more uniform standard for the detail and coherency of the courses offered openly (some are highly detailed and asset rich while others are no more than an outline), the content and coverage of the courses are, indeed, in line with the highest standards and rigor.  Scholars and teachers around the world now have access to “the way MIT does it.”  Other universities have recently followed suit, offering prospective students OCW as additional data to inform their decision-making as they consider which college to attend.

The volume of OCW and the large number of institutions willing to post courses for review and use in an open format opens the door for dramatically increased institutional accountability and transparency.  It may also produce an imperative for institutions—if they can display their instructional product to the world at a relatively low cost, then why would any self-respecting institution not do it?  Institutions are already being required to create and publish DSOs for every degree they offer and to establish and publish their measures against their standards.  Further, accrediting agencies are requiring these same institutions to map the DSOs into the learning objectives of individual courses in the curriculum.      

OCW takes the above one step further by allowing everyone to see how any particular professor expects to achieve the learning outcomes for a course, to see the design of the course, and to make judgments about both the content (level and extent) of the course and the pedagogical methods used. Now, for the first time, we have visible demonstrations of how institutions can offer their prospective students (their customers) a clear view of an important part of the product offered for sale, something that campus visits or recruitment literature cannot adequately disclose.  Of course, there is more to a university experience than content and pedagogy, and not all the richness of a pedagogical approach can be displayed in OCW, but the trend is clear.  In the current environment which explicitly demands accountability and disclosure, it is not a giant leap to predict that some degree of openness as expressed in OCW will quickly make its way into accreditation requirements.

Conclusion

This paper has underscored the point that public recognition and perception of an institution of higher education (its brand) is highly dependent on its defining of and meeting high standards of academic quality, along with its willingness to openly report on its performance against those standards.  The introduction of marketplace terminology should not deflect academics from an understanding of the reality of their situation.  New technology, such as that employed in the creation and distribution of OCW, first enables and then compels new practice.  As with any attempt to render an institution more accountable, there will be considerable resistance to these new requirements for transparency.  It will appear that institutional autonomy and even academic freedom are being threatened.  These criticisms will be legitimate to some extent—they do create the potential threat that outside influences will begin to pull institutions away from their time-honored roles in society.  But it may also be true that these new processes can improve higher education institutions by creating better understood and more broadly distributed differentiating characteristics among institutions.  As was the case for MIT, the excellent will be shown to be excellent while mediocre institutions will be encouraged to improve. The striving for increased reputation and the requirements for quality have existed for a long time.  They are now joined by openness for a new chapter in the history of higher education.  
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